banknipt American Left, or alternatively, encourages assessment to collapse itself inward in an expression of scholastic parochialism.
2 This is unfortunate because so much is missed in such readings of Montgomery's account of the historical establishment of the US workers' movement.
Michael Kazin, whose recent pronouncements seem intent on establishing him as the Arthur Koestler of New Left labour historians, has proclaimed in a recent critique of The Fall of the House of Labor that he writes "primarily to criticize Montgomery, not to applaud him." 3 I will reverse this emphasis, and actually attempt to address what it is that Montgomery explores, something Kazin and many other reviewers rather easily bypass.
What is striking about this book is its synthetic sweep across the expanse of a working-class experience that encompasses but extends beyond regionalism and the fragmentations of race, gender, ethnicity, skill, and political factionalism. Montgomery's concern is not with this or that trade union, political tendency, or episodic confrontation. Instead, he draws upon the scholarship of the last two decades which has zeroed in on just these limited identities, and integrates it with older examinations of labour and the political economy of trade unions, as well as with his own eclectic probes into original sources that illuminate the obscure or recast the obvious. He uses the resulting extensive compilation of data to fashion an account of the formation of class. The reader is drawn into the Knights of Labor and the American Federation of Labor, just as he or she is introduced to Debs and DeLeon and pointed to the momentous clashes at Homestead, Pullman, and Ludlow. But this history of institution, leadership, and event is never dichotomized from the everyday experiences of neighbourhood, workplace, and leisure. Montgomery's text is a persistent and resourceful illustration of the interconnected layers of working-class life which often either are ignored or separated (with considerable analytic violence) in traditional histories. If the workplace and its conflicts understandably loom large in the pages of his book, Montgomery usually takes pains to relate these realms to politicized and materialized histories of kinship, sexuality, and youth. This has not stopped the advocates of one-dimensional scholastic sectionalism-particularly some historians of race and specific feminists-from routinely deploring Montgomery's failure to place their particular subject at the very centre of his history. 4 But the blunt reality is that no earlier treatment of working-class life in America has been as attentive to the fragmentations of class experience in the United States at the same time as it addresses die stresses and strains affecting all workers. Race and gender are present in abundance here, bom in die empirical lines of inquiry and on die interpretive pages of analysis.
The overarching concern of Montgomery's treatment of labour is die way in which political economy, conceived as die structured pressures of state power, economic transformation, and workplace reorganization, homogenized late nineteenth-century workers. In dus process, die great divides among die experiences of black and white, female and male, immigrant and native, labourer and craftsman appeared to be breaking down in die face of Taylorist principles of leveling, and die restructured productive environments of mass production. By 1916, in die words of die head of die US Commission on Industrial Relations, Frank Walsh, many entertained die notion tiiat "workers of all lines of draught" should combine to create "a democracy, industrious and political, based on enduring justice." (464) This was die dream; it was not to be. Workers remained, in spite of die pressures of homogenization, far from unified. At die very point tiiat die internal divisions of working-class life seemed capable of being superceded and collectivism sustained, new agendas were being laid out by capital and new dangers for working-class cohesion forged in die corridors of state power, where die frenzied patriotism of die World War I years and die rabid anti-Bolshevism of die post-war reconstruction consolidated an ominously hostile programme witii which labour lived throughout die 1920s. Open-shop drives, vigilante terrorism, and a plethora of laws drawing on nativist and "law and order" premises silenced die calls for "workers control" and "production for use" tiiat echoed in many quarters a few years before. The bouse of labour, which had such various inhabitants in the late-nineteenth century, and which tiireatened to bring these often-contending room-mates togedier in powerful and concerted action by die 1910s, had fallen.
Montgomery's self-proclaimed "narrative" (3) is not followed easily, largely because it depicts anything but a simple progression of events. He orchestrates his "story" through specific reconstructions of particular tiiemes, in which die complex experience of labour is conveyed by discussions of craftsmen and control, die ubiquitous yet shadowy presence of common labourers, and die birth of die specialized, piece-working operative. For die most part, die discrete chapters that detail these histories of particular labouring strata build on die late nineteendi-century years. The treatments of common labour and semi-skilled operatives are pathbreaking and innovative; die assessment of craftsmen is far less one-sided and laudatory than in Montgomery's previous writing, and places die chauvinism, racism, and sectionalism of die skilled alongside their combativity, solidarity, and organizational accomplishments. In the first three chapters of this book, encompassing some 170 pages, these sketches of craftsmen, labourers, and operatives give us as forceful a depiction of a segmented working class as we are likely to see for some time. Each page contains insight and illumination; each chapter provides proposals and interpretations that run against the grain of received wisdoms and newly-established orthodoxies. Those, for instance, who adhere to the increasingly fashionable fixation on the "social construction'' of skill would receive a sobering education in the pitfalls of such a one-sided and often idealistic assessment if they read Montgomery seriously.
As Montgomery moves into the second, twentieth-century half of his study, the chapters shift focus from discrete social layers of the working class to what he designates the "social engineering [that] had to be applied to the whole matrix of work, family, peer group, and neighborhood bonds that was the breeding ground of class consciousness." (170) The Taylorist assault on the machine shop provides a case study of the ways in which the leading "scientific" edge of the efficiency movement whittled away the prerogatives of the skilled. A proliferation of "white shirts and superior intelligence" in the mass-production and other sectors redefined the very being of foremanship and, necessarily, of factory labour crises of labour turnover and epidemics of strikes were "solved" on the backs of workforces "accommodated" by welfare schemes, personnel departments, and the influx of sociologists and psychologists paid for by an industrial capital that was both more sophisticated and powerful than its nineteenth-century predecessor.
Paralleling What is at stake in Montgomery's construction of the experience of American labour in these formative years is not really a diesis. Like his earlier monograph, Beyond Equality? this book will not be known for its convincing arguments. In both texts, it is the parts that are much greater than the whole and, in the case of The Fall of the House of Labor, it even is possible to ask just what me whole is. Montgomery's final chapters wander, no forceful presentation of an overarching end is made, and the reader looking for some decisive conclusion upon which to hang neatly events and episodes will be frustrated. As Howell Harris has pointed out at some length, Montgomery's organization of his material is often problematic, essential matters of definition (such as what was the house of labour) are assumed rather than laid out clearly, and the analytic reach of the study is sometimes overextended in prose that sweeps beyond ambiguity and contradiction into surprisingly confident assertion and exaggeration. Inasmuch as this book will be read by many accustomed to caution graduate students to tone down their overstated dieses, narrow their concerns, and spell out precisely what they mean by particular terms, The Fall of the House of Labor is bound to appear to some as inadequate, overstated, and confusingly unfocused.
But this is to miss the point. Montgomery orchestrates his understanding of class in America during 1865-1925 with subtle appreciation of a wide range of critical forces, and a sure grasp of the complexities and scope of labour activity. As a result he establishes the possibilities and constraints widiin which workers lived. That duality of horizons looked for and reached at and determinations limiting agency does not lend itself to a thesis-like statement of this is the way it was. But it gives us an unprecedented appreciation of a history long-suppressed in the academic confinements that emerge from demands for the kinds of systematic reductionism mat sit well with examining committees and University-press assessment procedures. This is not to say that Montgomery, because he possesses a specific, broad conception of working-class activism, is allowed to be sloppy and unsystematic. It is to claim that the very nature of his project is not going to sit well with many academics who do not share, in Montgomery's words, "a common understanding of how history should be written and what it is about That this basic point is so often skirted in readings of historical texts that assume some universalisée commitment to a historical discourse that unfolds in the proper manner is central to the rigid and stifling conformities that contribute to the ossification of the entire discipline. This is a process which, in the Canadian and American cases, has gone a long way toward routinizing historical scholarship on the left, insuring that the promise of working-class, women's, and other histories is at best realized incompletely and unimaginatively. One need only stack up a pile of specialized, narrowly-conceived monographs in these areas authored by Montgomery's younger colleagues, and place them alongside The Fall of the House of Labor which so creatively draws upon them, to realize how different Montgomery's historical reconstructions are from the safe, award-winning, grant-securing studies that proliferate around us. Fall of the House of Labor is an indication of the uniqueness of this book and its author. Virtually alone among labour historians in the United States, Montgomery tackles the history of the working class in ways that inevitably put large questions in front of the reader. Despite all the carping reviews, many of which treat this text as something of an obituary for the American way of seeing class, there is not likely to be a study like this for some time.
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